Doctoral programs in American research universities differ in quality. In any given field (economics, history, mathematics, etc.) there are some excellent departments, some good ones, some that are adequate, and some that, sadly, are really inadequate. For many years it has been the custom to prepare reputational measures for such programs; for example, in Cartter (1), Roose and Anderson (2), the National Research Council (NRC) (3). The most recent such report was prepared by the NRC in 1995 (4). The principal index formulated in these reports is a "reputational ranking" which lists the programs studied in each field in order of their reputations: first, second, third,. . . thirtieth, and so on, with occasional ties. In other words, the programs are listed in a linear order. Given two programs A and B, which are not tied, one of the two is judged the better. It would also be possible to have a partial order; given two programs A and B, perhaps A is better than B, or perhaps B is better, or perhaps they are equal, or perhaps they are simply not comparable.
Doctoral programs in American research universities differ in quality. In any given field (economics, history, mathematics, etc.) there are some excellent departments, some good ones, some that are adequate, and some that, sadly, are really inadequate. For many years it has been the custom to prepare reputational measures for such programs; for example, in Cartter (1), Roose and Anderson (2) , the National Research Council (NRC) (3) . The most recent such report was prepared by the NRC in 1995 (4) . The principal index formulated in these reports is a "reputational ranking" which lists the programs studied in Thus, the original data collected have nothing to do with a linear order; they have to do with the placement of programs in one of six groups. It therefore follows that these reputational data should be reported in terms of those six groups, with the programs that fit in each group listed in (say) alphabetical order. Statisticians might observe that any such process too would involve some conventions (how does one average the different groups assigned by raters to any one program), as well as some ambiguities (at the borderline between groups). But the essential point remains: the judgment that is estimated by individual raters concerns membership in a quality group and not a position in a numerical order. Moreover, the objective situation that is being judged is a grouping of programs by quality and not an ordering of programs. The linear order as reported is just not present in any reality.
The current NRC report (4) involves other scales; in particular a useful scale averaging opinions of the effectiveness of each program in the education of scholars. This scale is also not really a linear order; indeed, in many departments different professors have drastically different practices with students. There is also a scale for the numbers of citations per faculty member. This does indeed give a linear order. It appears to be objective, but it suffers from a number of uncertainties; for example, do members of department X slice long papers into many smaller pieces? The number of citations is simply not a measure of quality.
There is sometimes a temptation at universities to base administrative decisions on these reputational ratings. Pending a more objective product, it is prudent to bear in mind the caveat about the reputational rating, there called "measure 08," as formulated in the 1982 NRC report (3 Also, the 1982 NRC report (3) (which was sponsored by the Conference Board of Associated Research Councils) provided, in alphabetical order, the numerical rating of each program, but did not list the programs in each field in linear order; this order was not given because the committee did not wish this order to be emphasized. In the then secondary literature this linear ranking was nevertheless produced.
However (page 33, ref.
4) The committee ... was aware that the 1982 study committee restricted the presentation of survey results to an alphabetical listing by university within each of 32 disciplines ... and that this format created considerable difficulty for readers interested in comparative analysis .... The present study committee concluded that a rank ordering of programs within fields provided a more convenient way for readers to review and interpret the information collected during the past three years.
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This member of the 1982 committee thought and still thinks that the cited difficulty was useful as a means of hindering a false interpretation of the laboriously collected data.
The idea of using such rankings first arose 30 or more years ago, at a time where there were fewer programs in each field, and those few were much better known. Now more cautious groupings are needed.
